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The "Annals of St-Bertin", a ninth-century annalistic text written by authors connected to the West Frankish court, report a tale about Boso of Vienne and his wife. In 879, Boso, a Frankish aristocrat who had worked for several years as chancellor of King Charles the Bald (840-877), took advantage of the chaos within the Carolingian dynasty and was elected king in Provence. 1 The Carolingians reacted with violence: after a couple of years Boso was defeated and had to give up his royal title. According to the "Annals", one of the driving forces behind Boso was his wife Ermengard. She was the daughter of Emperor Louis II (855-875) and was not satisfied with being just the wife of a nobleman: "She declared that, as the daughter of the emperor of Italy, and the one time fiancée of the emperor of Greece, she had no wish to go on living unless she could make her husband a king." This is just one passage among many others in early medieval texts which focus on female voices. The persuasive words of women were considered a powerful resource which could cause problems when left uncontrolled, as was the case for Boso and his revolt. 3 Because of their intimacy with their husbands, wives could exercise a dangerous influence on them. However, their impact could also be positive: women's words could be redeeming, they could convert and solve conflicts. 4 Nevertheless, early medieval authors insisted on the fact that female voices should be regulated by a male authority, because women lacked sufficient rationality to control their words. The lack of such regulation could lead to disaster.
Female persuasiveness was considered dangerous because it could affect a range of domains: family relations, spirituality and political affairs. Particularly with regard to kings, the incapability of a husband to supervise his wife, and the danger of being negatively influenced by her, could have serious political repercussions. How is a ruler too weak to control his own wife capable of ruling a kingdom? This point is effectively expressed by the ninth-century writer Sedulius Scotus in his treatise "On Christian Rulers". Sedulius states that one of the king's priorities must be to rule his own family and household − and he warns kings against the power of female words, both positive and negative: "Just as by the persuasion of an evil wife pernicious dangers are begotten, so by the counsel of a prudent wife many benefits are produced."
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Research on early medieval kinship has highlighted the importance of maternal descent in early medieval aristocratic groups, and the significance of women in shaping the identity of their families.
6 This is also true for women of the royal family, who had the opportunity to play a significant part in royal politics. 7 Wives, concubines, mothers and daughters of the ruler often lived at court. Due to sexual intimacy -in the case of royal wives and concubines -and familial bonds -in the case of mothers, daughters and sisters -they enjoyed a unique proximity to the king. This allowed them to develop influence and room for manoeuvre within the political community of the court. 8 Queens, in particular, played a crucial role in royal politics. In the course of the ninth century, Carolingian intellectuals paid increasing attention to marriage and to the moral role of wives: consequently, queenly activities also became the object of growing scrutiny and discussion. 9 These activities included administering the court, taking care of the spiritual needs of the family, being involved in the patronage of religious institutions, and, ultimately, acting as political advisors to the king.
Narrative texts frequently describe how arrogant and ambitious queens caused problems and had a negative impact on the king's decisions, as in the case described above. On the other hand, queens often had a positive role: they could act as intercessors on behalf of friends and family members and were asked to intervene in a range of matters. Although narrative and epistolary texts show the influence queens often held at court, they rarely contain descriptions of women who addressed the king with their requests. The only sources that frequently portray women talking to a ruler in a public context are royal charters, documents through which kings granted privileges, rights and properties to individuals and religious institutions. The wealth of information that we can obtain from these sources is impressive. However, Carolingian diplomas have only been marginally studied in relation to gender dynamics and female representation. 10 Writing and issuing a royal charter was a highly formalised and politically charged event, as through these texts rulers established political bonds and exercised their authority.
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Thus the way in which women were portrayed in these documents is highly significant. When a woman was mentioned in a charter -as grantor, petitioner or intercessor -she became part of the narrative of the document and therefore of its message. The aim of this article is to look at instances of women of the Carolingian dynasty speaking in diplomas. 12 Women asking, interceding or making decisions in charters illuminate the multiple functions of female words and the importance of gender discourse in royal politics. The representation of women tells us about the way in which the men who wrote and commissioned these documents employed female agency. Furthermore, this article will show that in some cases women were not necessarily passive in this process, but that their decisions and agendas could influence how they were presented and the function that their voice held. When put into context, charters allow us a glimpse of female activism.
Women and the Language of Carolingian Diplomas
The composition of royal charters was a complex process. Diplomas were authenticated by the royal chancery, which had at its disposal older models and charters issued by previous rulers to copy and imitate. The recipients of charters, particularly in the case of religious institutions, could also play a significant part in drafting these documents.
The final text could therefore be the result of several agencies. Nevertheless, diplomas represented the ruler's agenda and their composition was therefore carefully monitored by the royal entourage. Those mentioned in the document, the way in which they were described and the parts they played -all this was functional to the charter's message. When we look at the role of women in these texts, female gendering is also to be taken into account. Was the language of diplomas gendered? At a first glance, the lexicon used to describe women seems not profoundly different from that used for men. Female agents were always presented through attributes that defined their family relationship with the ruler: as mothers, sisters and daughters (mater/genitrix, soror, filia). This was underlined by the frequent use of adjectives belonging to the semantic field of affection, such as "beloved" and "dear", often to be found in the superlative form (carissima, dilectissima, amantissima). These adjectives emphasise the woman's privileged access to the ruler due to a personal bond. They are by no means gender specific, as they were also often used to describe male agents: for relatives, but also for friends and allies, of the king. However, only women were consistently presented through their personal connections to the ruler. Queens, too, were almost always qualified as wives: the formula coniux nostra is most commonly used in diplomas to accompany the name of the queen. This was often, although not always, followed by an attribute which defined her public role: regina, imperatrix, augusta, consors regni and adiutrix regni are among the most common titles. Some of these titles have been read as particularly significant with regard to Carolingian queens' growing political influence in the course of the ninth century. 13 However, it is difficult to define a specific meaning of these titles, as there is no clear pattern in terms of when and in which situations they were used. This vagueness, however, is in accordance with the role queens played in Carolingian Europe. As scholars of early medieval queenship stress, the essence of the queen's role lay in the combination of her domestic and public duties. 14 It was her capacity to merge the familial sphere -as wife, mother and sexual partner -with her public duties, which made the queen's position so significant. 15 By combining, and often interchanging, expressions that refer to both these spheres, charters confirm how complex and multilayered the queen's role was.
When royal women voiced a request, they did so either for themselves or as intercessors for a third party. The role of the intercessor was charged with political significance: thanks to their proximity to the king, intercessors provided a third party access to the distant ruler. 16 In Carolingian courts the queen -as well as other royal women, mainly the king's mother -frequently acted as intercessor, although this frequency varied according to individual cases. The queen often interceded alone, but she could also be part of a group of people, usually being the only woman amongst men. In this instance she was always listed first in the document: her role granted her a predominant position in the narrative of the charter. 17 Nonetheless, female intercessors and petitioners were not presented in a drastically different way from men: they all plead from a position of inferiority, humbled by the ruler's splendour and virtue. Verbs used to describe the action of requesting often belong to the semantic field of pleading, such as deprecare, petere and exorare. Occasionally, we find verbs which suggest a more 'official' act of speaking, such as 'intervene' (intervenire) and 'to act as a messenger' (ambasciare). When read in relation to the content of the charter, these titles and verbs can give us an insight into the role assigned to a woman. An example is the verb innotescere ('to be made known'), which was rarely used for women. It was, however, employed twice for Queen Ermentrud, the first wife of Charles the Bald. First, it appears in a donation issued by Charles in 854 for the convent of Chelles. 19 The charter confirmed an exchange of properties between Ermentrud, who was the rectrix of Chelles, and another religious house, Fossés. Hence, it documented a transaction which had already been autonomously carried out by the queen. According to the narrative of the charter the queen 'informed' (innotuit) the king of her decisions, and he confirmed them. We find the same pattern in a donation issued in 856 for the monastery of Corbie. 20 This document reports that Ermentrud had given some of the properties she had received from Charles as a dower (per dotis titulum) to Corbie. Therefore the charter portrays Ermentrud as the patron of this religious house and in control of the estates that were the object of the transaction. The dispositions Charles made in his capacity as king are thus described as a ratification of decisions taken by his wife. It is not only the use of the verb that depicts Ermentrud's active involvement, but the whole document. However, the choice of the term innotescere is significant in stressing the message of the charter, because it displays the queen's agency as a crucial element of these transactions. This example shows that individual words can help illuminate the role women played in charters as well as the way in which their activities were presented. In the two diplomas Ermentrud speaks in her capacity of rectrix of religious houses, a task that was often carried out by queens and other women of the royal family. 21 Furthermore, her role as a monastic patron is combined with her ability to make decisions and communicate them effectively to the king. Although the two grants were issued by Charles, they show the autonomy and agency of the queen: Ermentrud officially carried out a personal sale before this was ratified by the king. The representation of Ermentrud as an influential agent is coherent with the im- age conveyed by other sources, as they portray Charles' wife as a powerful queen who seems to have enjoyed a successful partnership with her husband. But her image in the charters can also be read vis-à-vis Charles' relationship with the monasteries. In particular, significant discontent with Charles seems to have developed in Corbie in the mid850s. 22 By acknowledging and celebrating his wife's attention towards this institution, Charles may also have intended to improve his relationship with the monastic community.
Queenly Titles: Ansa and Hildegard
The queen's voice could support, more or less explicitly, the political claims which the charter conveyed. Likewise, queenly titles and attributes can illuminate the circumstances in which they were used. An example of this is Queen Hildegard, who in June 774 granted a donation together with her husband Charlemagne (768-814). Hildegard's representation has a crucial function in this charter. Earlier that year, Charlemagne had conquered the Lombard kingdom, thus annexing a large part of central and northern Italy to his domain. The diploma refers to the estate and castle of Sirmione (on Lake Garda) that Charles, jointly with his wife, assigned to St Martin of Tours. 23 This is the second charter we know of that portrays Charles as king of the Lombards ("Carolus gratia dei rex Francorum et Longobardorum atque patricius Romanorum"): in so doing, it celebrates his newly acquired power over Italy. 24 It is also the only royal charter mentioning one of Charlemagne's wives as a co-grantor. The queen is presented as "coniux nostra Hildegardis regina", a formula which highlights her office (regina) as well as her position as wife (coniux). Most importantly, Hildegard is presented as an active collaborator with her husband, and therefore as a political agent in this transaction. But the significance of her presence is better understood in relation to the object of the charter. As Janet Nelson has noted, this grant represents the displacement of the last Lombard queen, Ansa, whose husband Desiderius had been deposed by Charles. 25 After the conquest of Italy, Charles tried to bring the Lombard religious institutions under his control. 26 Sirmione was one of these institutions: Ansa had founded a little monastery there, which is explicitly mentioned in Charles' diploma ("monasteriolo illo [...] quem Ansa novo opere construxit"). Interestingly, in the document Ansa is pre- sented without any attributes to identify her; 27 this is no surprise considering her background. During the reign of her husband, she had been a very active monastic patron and landowner in northwestern Italy, where she had extensive landed resources. Her main monastic foundation, San Salvatore in Brescia, was located on the land she had received from her natal family. 28 The nunnery had substantial wealth; in 765 it was also assigned the control of Sirmione. 29 Furthermore, although Desiderius and Ansa had been imprisoned in France, their children still represented a threat: Adelchis, the heir to the throne, was still alive, as were their three daughters, who all held influential positions. 30 One of them, Anselberga, was the abbess of San Salvatore in Brescia. Finally, Ansa was also Charles' former mother-in-law: in 770, the Frankish king had married one of her daughters -possibly called Gerberga -and repudiated her a year later.
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Thus there were several reasons why Charles was wary of Ansa's legacy in Italy, which explains his intention to deprive the former queen of her familial, political and institutional attributes. But if Charles had wanted to anonymise Ansa, why mention her at all? In this document she appears as a symbol of the political transition which had recently taken place. Ansa is mentioned in several royal charters issued by her husband Desiderius and her son Adelchis regarding the endowment of her main monastic foundation, San Salvatore. All these documents present Ansa with her title as queen and emphasise her pivotal role in the royal family's relationship to the convent.
32 Hildegard therefore appears at Charles' side as a contraposition to Ansa's fading influence. Not just her appearance in the document per se is significant but also the language through which her presence is described. 33 Charles was the new king of the Lombards, therefore the document celebrates the new queen (regina). The active part which was assigned to Hildegard in relation to a religious house founded by her Lombard predecessor stresses this change in power and shows how keen Charles was to underline it also through his wife's intitulatio. The roles that the two women played in this charter advertise a new state of affairs: the former influential queen of the Lombards was marginalised and replaced by Charlemagne's wife. The role reversal between Hildegard and Ansa is stressed not only by the content but also the language of Charles' diploma. Therefore, this diploma shows that the meaning and significance of queenly titles, such as regina, can be better understood in relation to the context of the document, as well as of all the actors involved. Titles ascribed to royal women can help to reveal models of female agency as well as the objectives that were assigned to them.
Ermengard and Carolingian Family Politics
Like most medieval sources, charters were composed and mainly read by men: women's involvement in the process was rather limited. In the case of Hildegard, the lack of further evidence makes it difficult to establish whether she actively took part in Charles' decisions and whether her representation in the document is related to her involvement in the administration of the monasteries. 34 Nonetheless, in some cases diplomas offer us an insight into women's own agency and the impact of their decisions on the way in which they were portrayed in charters. In other words, through their choices and resources, royal women could contribute to their own representation. The case of Ermengard, the ambitious woman mentioned at the beginning of this article, sheds light on the opportunities which not only queens, but also other women of the royal family, enjoyed. Thanks to her landed resources and her connections, which stretched from Italy to France, Ermengard was a key political player in the last quarter of the ninth century. This is illuminated in the diplomas through which she obtained gifts and confirmations by the rulers of her family. These documents show how timely and effective Ermengard's requests for herself and her family were. They also represented her as a virtuous mother and family woman. These portrayals were partially the result of Ermengard's own concerns, as she indeed fought for the interests of her kin. At the same time, they expressed the agenda of the rulers who issued the charters. Their narratives are framed around the protection of a fragile kinswoman, while in effect the rulers obtained the support of a significant political actor.
In February 875, Ermengard, at the time still unmarried, received a donation from her great-uncle Louis the German, King of East Francia. 35 Ermengard's father, the Emperor and King of Italy Louis II, was still alive, but he did not have any male children. In the early 870s, negotiations had taken place between Louis and his relatives to decide who should succeed him. The two candidates were Louis's paternal uncles, Charles the Bald and Louis the German. Louis II's preference was set towards Louis the German and his sons. 36 The donation for Ermengard has to be read precisely in this context. The charter tells us that Ermengard requested Louis the German to confirm properties in Italy given to her by her father. 37 However, the East Frankish king had de facto no jurisdiction over the properties mentioned in the charter, which were fiscal estates belonging to the domain of the king of Italy. 38 It is possible that this charter was requested by the Italian court to protect the princess' rights in the event of her father's death. In fact, Louis II died only a few months later, in August 875. Most importantly, Ermengard's request was employed to record a political agreement between Louis II and Louis the German. By allowing his uncle to protect his daughter's Italian estates, Louis II publicly performed his agreement to leave his legacy to him. In this case a royal woman was employed as an ambassador for a significant political event. By formally entrusting his daughter's rights to his uncle, the charter proclaimed the familial connection between the two rulers. As an unmarried young woman, Ermengard effectively embodied this message. She was in need of protection, which her male relatives could offer. On the other hand, her great-uncle Louis the German was eager to present himself as the ideal candidate to this role. The charter presented the matter as a family affair, while it in fact advertised a political alliance, intending to exclude other members of the family with designs on the Italian crown. For this reason, Ermengard spoke in her capacity of a kinswoman: she obtained the properties from her father as a royal daughter and asked for confirmation by her great-uncle as a beloved niece.
It is likely that at this stage Ermengard had very little say in the transaction. However, this document also shows Ermengard's own agenda emerging some years later. The original version provided that the properties confirmed to Ermengard by Louis the German were to be returned to him -or rather to his descendants -after her death. This passage was altered a few years later, stating that the holdings should remain in the hands of Ermengard's descendants: the expression "suae proprietate", which refers to Louis the German, was changed into the phrase "to her daughter" ("suae filiae"), thus indicating that the properties had to be passed on to Ermengard's female offspring. gard is an excellent example of this: she requested and obtained donations and confirmations from rulers because she needed their protection, but also because they needed her collaboration. Her presence in charters is always very timely: it coincides with moments when a new ruler needed to establish himself or to gain a stronger hold of some key territories. The way she was presented in diplomas was useful to both parties: to Ermengard, who was portrayed as a mother and a daughter trying to safeguard her own family, and to the rulers who protected her through the rhetoric of familial solidarity.
Conclusion
The language used to describe Carolingian women in diplomas offers an insight into the multiple functions that women held in royal politics. Women were allowed to carry out the same tasks as men: they requested gifts and confirmations for themselves, interceded for friends, family and religious institutions, and even made autonomous decisions. The language of diplomas emphasises that they fulfilled these roles thanks to their personal relationship with the king but also to the opportunities offered by their gendered role: the spiritual care of the family and the administration of the household were tasks typically reserved for women. Through these tasks they gained influence and established bonds with individuals and religious institutions. The language employed in diplomas to describe these functions is to be read in relation to the textual and political context in which it was used. Only in this way the terminology can reveal significant information on the deeper purpose of the document. The examples mentioned above illuminate the relevance of specific terms used for royal women. The diplomas of Charles the Bald stress Ermentrud's capacity as an informer and manager of landed resources thanks to her role as a monastic patron and rectrix. Hildegard's intitulatio and her involvement in the grant of a Lombard monastery to St Martin of Tours cast light on Charles' concerns regarding the influence of the former queen Ansa and her kin. In diplomas issued by Carolingian rulers between 875 and 889, Ermengard is described by a terminology that underlines the family bonds of all actors concerned, when she speaks as a beloved niece, daughter and mother. The emphasis on her family role is relevant to the goals of each charter and the political situation in which they were issued. It aims to display a harmonic family picture of a dynasty troubled by conflict and competition.
The nature of formulaic and complex texts such as diplomas poses a challenge in attempting to deconstruct their language, particularly with regard to women. Nonetheless, analysing them in relation to the political situation in which they were produced allows us to read stories of female activism. The way in which women spoke for themselves or on account of others was framed by the authors of the charters, but, at the same time, their own goals can also emerge in those texts. This was the case of Ermengard, whose political and familial agenda is likely to have influenced the way in which she was portrayed in the charters she requested. Carolingian royal women enjoyed a wide array of possibilities and had many opportunities to be involved in the political reality in which they lived. The crucial significance of their speaking abilities lay in the unique flexibility of their role.
